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C H A P T E R  F I F T E E N  

Wetlands

When the Declaration of Indepen-
dence was signed in 1776, there

were an estimated 221 million acres of
wetlands in what is now the contiguous 48
states. By the late 1980s, slightly more
than 104 million acres of that original
wetlands area were left (Figure 15.1), and
10 states had lost over 70 percent of their
original wetlands acreage (Figure 15.2).
Although the rate of wetlands losses has
slowed, wetlands continue to be lost in the
1990s.

Historically, wetlands were regarded as
swampy lands that bred dise34 13 restricted
overland travel, and impeded the produc-
tion of food and fiber. Most settler13 com-
mercial interests, and governments agreed

that wetlands should be eliminated and
the land reclaimed for other purposes. 

In the 18th century, wetlands drainage
was widespread in the South. Parts of the
Great Dismal Swamp in Virginia and
North Carolina were surveyed in 1763 so
that land could be reclaimed for water
transportation routes. In Washington
County, North Carolina, large-scale
drainage began as early as 1788 with the
construction of a canal and a system of
ditches; today, only about one third of the
county’s original wetlands acreage
remains. 

In 1849, 1850, and 1860, Congress
granted 65 million acres of swamp and
overflow lands to 13 states for reclama-
tion, setting a clear policy favoring wet-
lands drainage and reclamation for devel-
opment that pervaded policy and land use



was a rapidly growing appreciation of the
value of wetlands. Since passage of the
Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act in
1934, there was some acknowledgment of
the value of wetlands as duck habitat. For
example, one half to two thirds of Ameri-
ca’s wild ducks hatch in the marshes of
the prairie pothole region in the Dakotas,
Minnesota, and Iowa. Drastic reductions
in prairie pothole habitat had direct
implications for duck populations. And it
was known that ducks and other migrato-
ry birds depend on wetlands for specific
habitat and nutritional needs during
migration.







ing quality in the South Central region
in areas such as playas or seasonal depres-
sion wetlands and in Gulf Coast estuar-
ies, which are threatened by saltwater
intrusion from canal construction, geo-
logic subsidence, and development pres-



ment’s main tool for that task. It regulates
the discharge of dredged or fill material
into waters of the United States, includ-
ing most wetlands. 












